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Abstract
This thesis is to investigate the importance of imagination and art in children’s picture
books. Imagination plays an important role during childhood. This creative ability can help
children to confront and solve problems.
The thesis first examines child development theories that indicate children are cognitively
adaptable to the surrounding world through imagination. Cognitive theory, introduced by Swiss
psychologist Jean Piaget, and sociocultural theory, established by Russian psychologist Lev
Vygotsky are studied and explained. Imagination is considered a cognitive process. Through the
use of their imagination, children can observe the unknown world, think about possibilities, and
understand other people.
Children’s picture books are next described. They can be considered an art form that
helps the viewers use their imagination to participate in the imaginary world. Therefore, the role
of children’s literature is to communicate with children in order to support and expand their
imaginative thinking. The thesis provides examples of anthropomorphism and imaginary places
that often appear in children's books.
In the final section, the author describes how she created her story for a picture book. A
girl uses her imagination to answer her own questions, because she doesn’t want to sleep at
night.
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Introduction
As an illustrator of children’s books, I am interested in children’s development.
Imagination plays an important role during childhood. This creative ability can help children to
confront and solve problems. Many child development theories contend that a child’s
imagination helps their cognitive development. Through the putting to work of their
imaginations, children start to cultivate sympathy and understanding for other people and the
world. Their cognition and mental development mature through the process of imagining. They
also use imagination to think abstractly and to solve emotional problems. Cultivating
imagination is taken seriously by scholars and artists, which is why children’s literature generally
depicts many kinds of imaginary worlds.
Before the mid-eighteenth century in the Western World, children were considered short
adults, dressing in the adult clothes of their social class. As such, there was no specific art or
literature made for children. With the rise of the middle class, people who were not rich but who
could afford to purchase books and to spend time with their children resulted in an increased
ability for these families to pay more attention to their children. Such scrutiny led them to
conclude that children required more instruction and guidance before they could take on the
responsibilities of adulthood. Pleasure became a source of child exploration and discovery. Thus,
writers and artists gradually showed more interest in children's literature.
In children's literature, imaginary worlds often occur in a secret place and have strange
characters. Generally, animal characters have human traits. They talk, play, and wear clothes.
The appearance of such characters interests children in reading these books; they can easily
understand their characteristics. Time, in these secret places, often occurs in the night or
in a dream, such as in Peter Pan and Alice’s Adventure in Wonderland. Stories provide children
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with a way to go to imaginary places. The mystery and the darkness can both help children’s
imagination to flourish.
For my visual thesis, I will illustrate a picture book about what animals are doing at night.
The story is set before bedtime and there is a girl who doesn’t want to go to sleep. She thinks
animals are engaging in many fun activities at night. The reason that I decided to write this story
is because a number of children are afraid of the nighttime, or they often do not want to go to
sleep at night. Personally, I used to have a difficult time falling asleep. The purpose of this
picture book is to comfort children who share this problem. It is my hope that this picture book
will encourage them to imagine the possibility of delightful things happening in the night. The
characters in this book are all animals, inspired by my research of classic children’s literature.
The general plot is about a child who uses her imagination to confront her sleeping problem.

Imagination and Child Development
As American philosopher and educator Maxine Greene said, “Imagination opens
possibilities which may open to a new way of seeing or feeling or coping with the world”
(Greene 188). Especially for children, it is through imagination that they cognitively adapt to the
surrounding world. Childhood generally involves a process of mental maturation, which will
later have a significant impact on adulthood. Adults have the obligation to understand and
educate children and help their cognitive development. Therefore, many researchers have been
committed to exploring the processes of child development, advancing theories such as cognitive
theory, introduced by Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget, and sociocultural theory, established by
Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky, who are both widely recognized.
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Piaget's Cognitive Developmental Theory suggests that cognition is concerned with the
development of a person's thought processes which affect how children understand and interact
with the world. He believed that children think differently than adults, but are not less intelligent
than adults. Children move through four different steps and sequences of mental development:
sensorimotor stage, preoperational stage, concrete operational stage, formal operational stage.
The sensorimotor stage is the earliest stage of cognitive development, from birth to 2
years old. Infants and toddlers acquire knowledge through manipulating objects and sensory
experiences. They start to learn to perform physical actions such as crawling and walking, and
they also start to learn about language from other people around them. When young children
interact with their environment, they are gaining new knowledge and discovering how the world
works. An important component of this stage is that children learn that objects continue to exist
even when they cannot be seen.
The next stage is the preoperational stage which happens from 2 to 7 years old. They are
getting better at language and thinking but they can only think about concrete events. At the
same time, they start to think symbolically, and they are able to use words and pictures to
represent objects. Children are egocentric at this stage; they struggle to see things from other
people’s perspective.
Between the ages of 7 to 11, children are in the concrete operational stage. Although they
are still concrete in their thinking, they begin to think logically and organizationally. Children
also begin to use inductive logic which is reasoning from specific information to a general
principle. The egocentrism begins to disappear, and children start to think about how other
people feel and think.
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The last stage, formal operational stage, generally occurs around age 12 until the start of
the teen years. During this stage, children begin to think logically and abstractly; not only do
they simply contemplate concrete ideas, but they can also consider hypothetical problems. In
addition to using inductive logic, children also start to use deductive logic which constitutes
reasoning from a general principle to specific information. The most important thing about this
final stage is that children must develop the ability to think about abstract ideas and situations.
Children can also learn new information through “assimilation that new information is
incorporated into pre-existing schemas, and accommodation that existing schemas might be
altered, or new schemas might be formed as a person learns new information and has new
experiences” (Cherry).
Children’s actions in those processes reflect their changes in mental operations. They
become mature, outgrow egocentricity, and understand things from the perspective of others.
They also try to consider the possible results rather than relying on previous experience. During
this phase, children acquire more knowledge that they add to their existing experiences. They
also change how they think about the world qualitatively.
When children imagine, they engage in a process of thinking whereby they put forth
assumptions and find solutions. Only through imagining, can children transform concrete
principals into abstract concepts. They can integrate previous information with new knowledge,
forming new cognitive synapses. If children do not use their imagination to mix new and old
experiences, then they repeat mechanized consciousness consistent with their own experience.
Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory is another influential child development theory. Like
Piaget, Vygotsky believed that children learn by themselves with hands-on experience (EstebanGuitart). Although Piaget's theory focused on how a child's interactions and explorations
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influenced cognitive development, Vygotsky emphasized that social interactions influenced
children’s development. He did not think that there were universal stages that all children
experience. While Piaget believed that children’s need to initiate interaction and exploration with
the environment are the main influencing factors of development, Vygotsky thought social and
cultural interaction have more influence on children's cognitive development. However, both
theorists believed that children's cognitive capacities are the same as adults, but that they simply
think differently. He suggested that adults not underestimate children's imagination; instead, he
encouraged them to allow children to be free with their imaginations.
Vygotsky mentioned that parents, caregivers, peers, and even the culture are responsible
for children’s cognitive development. Through interacting with other people, children learn new
information and integrate it into their personal understanding of the world. Imagination serves as
a way for children to connect with other people and the world. His Cognitive Developmental
theory also asserts that one of the most important steps for children is the disappearance of
egocentrism. Similarly, Maxine Greene believes that imagination makes empathy possible,
which can unite our world and enable us to cross the spaces between each other. Imagination
helps children to look at problems from multiple perspectives, not only from their own personal
perspectives, but also from the perspectives of others. Greene said: “One of the reasons I have
come to concentrate on imagination as a means through which we can assemble a coherent world
is that imagination is what, above all, makes empathy possible. It is what enables us to cross the
empty spaces between ourselves and those we teachers have called ‘other’ over the years”
(Greene).
Imagination is considered a cognitive process. Through the use of their imaginations,
children can think about possibilities, including potential relationships with objects and people.
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By using their imaginations, children can feel empathy and understand other people. Greene also
believed that “the role of imagination is not to resolve, not to point the way, not to improve. It is
to awaken, to disclose the ordinarily unseen, unheard, and unexpected” (28). By imagining,
children can observe the unknown world through different ways of living and they can make
different choices. If children lack the ability to imagine, they will likely not have a curious mind
and could become bored with the mundanity of life. Virginia Woolf emphasized activities “not
lived consciously” which are associated with “non-being” (Woolf). If we treat the world as
predefined and given, we will not recognize the existence of possibilities. Children will lack selfawareness, creativity, and even the ability to understand others.
According to Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory, learning is a social process which
involves the interaction of people and culture. Art is an essential part of culture. It is different
from daily life, thus, able to arouse children's imaginations and provide them with new
perspectives from which to observe and experience the world. Greene especially advocated the
art of imagination. She believes that encountering the arts has a unique power to release
imagination, contending that “art experiences open perspectives and moves the young to look
and listen, to overcome the taken-for-granted and the routine" (Greene 36). French
philosopher Jean Paul Sartre also believes that people should pay attention to the role of art, and
art has the capacity to help us see the world more clearly with our imagination. He said: "For this
is quite the final goal of art: to recover this world by giving it to be seen as it is, but as if it had its
source in human freedom" (57).
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Art and imagination
Art can help the viewer to use their imagination to participate in the imaginary world,
which is created by writers, painters, screenwriters, composers and so on. These can bring them
various personalities or different life experiences, leading participants to places where they have
never before been. However, if participants only gain a superficial understanding of life and the
world without deep thinking or communication with others, their imaginations will not develop
automatically. Greene also suggests that “participatory encounters with particular works may
demand as much cognitive rigor and analysis as they do affective response” (Greene
27). Therefore, viewers should engage with artwork through perception, emotion, and cognition.
When children see artwork, parents and/or teachers should encourage them to express their
thoughts and raise questions, to promote their analytical perceptiveness. When children have an
affective response to artwork, they can empathize with the creator's feelings, either painful or
delightful, and integrate their ideas.
Art not only invites viewers into the creator’s imaginary world, but it also inspires them
to imagine their own fantasy worlds. Whether they create an imaginary story in the inner mind or
a piece of artwork by hand, art is a process that involves imagination and thinking. When
children see comedy and feel joy; when children read literature which they have never seen
before; and when children express their viewpoints and tell their stories, they engage in a process
of imagination, whether that process stimulates deep thought or arouses their emotions, or both.
Communication does not just occur between a single viewer and a single work of art, but
also between the various viewers themselves. If the viewer gets inspiration from the art based on
his previous knowledge, the aesthetic experience will become singular and repetitive. Therefore,
children should communicate with each other, either peers or adults, express their own
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viewpoints, listen to others’ ideas, and establish the relationship between each. Through
communication, we discern the opinions of others and sort differences. Children, thus, can reach
beyond their own fixed thinking to imagine more possibilities. The interaction of competing
thoughts encourages the development of imagination, destabilizes standardization, and promotes
diversity. Ellen Handler Spitz writes about the developmental importance of children’s picture
books that “evoke the memory of having someone all to ourselves and sensing that we are,
together with that someone, enveloped in fantasy” (Spitz xiii).

Imaginary Worlds in Children’s Literature
Children’s literature is replete with imaginative characters and places. According to
child-development theories, imagination is an important ability that children must develop. It can
help them feel empathy and understand other people. Through imagination, children can transfer
concrete items into abstract and logical thinking. Imagination also helps children adjust their
cognition in order to integrate old and new information, so their minds can gradually adapt to the
surrounding world. Only when children have imaginative thinking, can they participate in the
process of thinking, produce assumptions, and find solutions. Therefore, the role of children’s
literature is to communicate with children in order to support and expand their imaginative
thinking. The exaggerated imaginary characters and places are not just for pleasure but also help
children to think about the world through their imagination.
1. Characters in children’s literature
Animals that have human capabilities and characteristics are a huge part of children's
literature. Anthropomorphism involves the assignation of human traits to animals and/or objects.
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Mischievous rabbits, loyal badgers, responsible rats and other animals are the central characters
in a significant number of the stories.
Many children and adults are fond of animals. Many people are surrounded by different
kinds of animals and/or have their own pets. There is no doubt that many animal characters are
described in fiction or nonfiction stories. Moreover, animals acting as humans often appear in
children’s literature. These animals talk, read, and learn. The use of anthropomorphism is not just
for expressing these stories; there is a purposeful meaning behind such stories.
May Hill Arbuthnot categorizes three kinds of animal stories: stories that tell of animals
that dress and act like people, as in The Wind in the Willows (see Figure 1); stories in which
animals talk, but act otherwise naturally, as in The Tale of Peter Rabbit (see Figure 2); and
stories in which animals are objectively described, as in Marguerite Henry's horse stories (see
Figure 3).

Figure 1. Illustrated by Inga Moore, Wind in the Willows, 2000 edition, Folio Society
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Figure 2. Illustrated by Beatrix Potter, The Tale of Peter Rabbit, published in 1902.

Figure 3. Illustrated by Wesley Dennis, Treasury of Horses, published in 2007.
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Animal stories can enable children to identify with the animals that have human
attributes. Many children can identify themselves with Peter in Beatrix Potter's The Tale of Peter
Rabbit. It was published in 1902 and is one of the best-selling children’s books of all time. Peter
is a mischievous rabbit, and his disobedience leads him into trouble. Peter is more adventurous
than his siblings. He disregards his mother’s warning and sneaks into Farmer McGregor’s
garden. Peter is almost caught by Mr. McGregor. He is frightened and returns without his jacket
(see Figure 4). Mrs. Rabbit comforts him and makes a cup of chamomile tea for Peter. Children
often see themselves when they read this book. This story combines pleasure and
adventure, which also gives children a moral lesson that introduces children to the dangers
hidden in the adult world and the reality that actions have consequences.

Figure 4. Illustrated by Beatrix Potter, The Tale of Peter Rabbit, published in 1902.

Animals as characters can bring incongruity and silliness, which make the story more
enjoyable for children to read. Such characters can soften the tensions and conflict in the
literature about controversial topics, such as social class, race, and war. Teachers and parents
may feel more comfortable exposing children to these kinds of conflict. Anthropomorphism can
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also add emotional distance for the reader when the story message is powerful or painful.
“Having animals do the acting and mistake-making allows the face-saving emotional distance
often needed to be able to join the conversation” (Dyson and Genishi). The Wind in the
Willows is a classic of English children’s literature. Kenneth Grahame wrote it for his son, and it
was published in 1908. The literature describes the beautiful countryside interspersed with
exciting adventures. It talks about the adventures of several animal friends in the English
countryside including Mole, Rat, Toad, and Badger. Most people believe that The Wind in the
Willows is not a simple animal story but a social satire. Each character has their own unique
personalities. Toad is a dandy, charming and impulsive character, but he is arrogant and lacking
self-control (see Figure 5). He is punished for his inappropriate behaviors and becomes humble.
Badger is a gruff headmaster who is always concerned with Toad's behavior and attempts to
reform Toad. Peter Hunt said, “these are animals who drink and smoke, own houses, drive (and
steal) cars, row boats, escape from jail, yearn for gastronomic nights in Italy, eat ham and eggs
for breakfast and write poetry” (Hunt). By being animal characters, these acts are more
acceptable for children to read about.

Figure 5. Toad in Wind in the Willows
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2. Imaginative places in the plot of children’s literature
In children's literature, another symbolic story feature is that the protagonist often enters
an imaginary space. Winnicott identified potential space as the location of playing that both joins
and separates the mother and child (Grandy and Tuber). The process of entering an imaginary
space is a psychic shift from one state to another which may affect children’s minds and
emotions. The imaginary places in children's literature give children a chance to face their own
thoughts in order to develop and release their feelings by themselves.
According to Joseph Campbell’s The Hero's Journey, there are three phases in a story:
separation, initiation and return (Campbell). Being alone in the world is a great fear and danger
for children. However, being alone also represents liberation from parental limitations,
recriminations, and attachment. The journey of children to an imaginary place is generally about
a character who is alone because they seek autonomy, so they get rid of the parents. They can
feel free to have adventures and encounter the world independently.
Peter Pan, or, the Boy Who Wouldn't Grow Up, is written by Scottish playwright J.M.
Barrie, and was first produced as a play in 1904, later as a novel in 1911 (see Figure 6). The
story takes place in a house in London at night. Wendy, John, and Michael’s parents have left the
house. When the three children were going to bed, they were surprised by the arrival of Peter Pan
and the fairy Tinker Bell. Peter Pan invites the children to come to Neverland with him. They
meet the Lost Boys, villainous pirates led by Captain Hook, a crocodile, and Tiger Lily, the
Indian Chief's daughter. Peter rescues the boys who are captured by the pirates. Finally, the three
children decide to return to London, leaving the magic adventure and Peter Pan. It is a journey
from the reality of the family to the symbolic inner world of the Neverland, and then back again
to reality. The imaginary journey means the changing of Wendy's internal world and her
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emergence from childhood into adolescence. After Wendy comes back from the Neverland, she
thinks that her father is a more ‘rounded’ character that is more understandable and emotionally
accessible. She is also becoming a young woman who trusts her own integrity instead of a little
girl in a state of identification with her mother.

Figure 6. Illustrated by Alice B. Woodward, Peter Pan, published in 1907.

Sometimes an imaginary adventure happens in a dream state, such as
in Alice’s Adventure in Wonderland, a widely known British children’s book written by Lewis
Carroll and published in 1865 (see Figure 7). One day, Alice falls asleep sitting on a riverbank
and dreams that she follows the White Rabbit down a rabbit hole. She changes her size
unexpectedly and meets some very strange creatures, such as the Cheshire Cat, the smoking
Caterpillar, and the Duchess. She goes to a tea party with the Mad Hatter and the March
Hare. She plays a game of croquet with the Queen, and she uses a flamingo for a croquet mallet.
When the Queen accuses Alice in the court, Alice realizes it is only a dream and then she
awakens. Her dream experience is a journey of self-discovery. Becoming bored with a book her
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sister is reading to her, Alice drifts off to sleep. As she desires a more colorful adventure than
that available in the books that her sister generally reads to her, she grows to have contempt for
adult life. However, her experience while dreaming is so eye-opening that after she awakes, she
agrees with her sister that the queen’s ruling that she had imagines was indeed “nonsense,” and
she learns to be more respectful and understanding.

Figure 7. Illustrated by John Tenniel, Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, published in 1865.

There are also some picture books about children’s dreams, like In the Night Kitchen
written by Maurice Sendak (see Figure 8). The book portrays Mickey sleeping in bed, when
suddenly he wakes to a loud banging, and he yells for quiet. He is shown falling to a strange
midnight place where there are three bakers who are baking bread for Mickey Mouse ovens.
Mickey starts to pound dough into an airplane, flies to the Milky Way and helps bakers to pour
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down milk. In the end, he falls back into bed. Through the dream, Mickey explores the world,
which is shaped by his lived experience. His sleep environment facilitates his confronting of his
own confusing and scary feelings and ideas.

Figure 8. Illustrated by Maurice Sendak, In the Night Kitchen, published in 1970.

Maurice Sendak’s other popular book, Where the Wild Things Are, also represents an
imaginary journey (see Figure 9). The main character, a boy named Max, uses his imagination to
create a world around him. Max is punished by his mother and sent to his room without dinner.
His rage makes him use his imagination and his room morphs into a strange forest. He takes a
boat to the land of wild things where there are many terrible roars and ghoulish creatures. Max
manages them and becomes the "most wild thing of all." He finds himself lonely as the king of
the wild things. He decides to return to someone who loves him, which is mom at home. When
Max takes the boat back to his room, he finds out that his supper is hot and waiting for him. In
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the story, it is a boy’s reaction to a mother's emotional absence and the neglected parts of a
child's psyche. Children use imagination to overcome emotional problems. Richard Gottlieb
wrote that Sendak captured the power of art, imagination, and daydream to allow children to turn
traumatic moments into vehicles for survival and growth.

Figure 9. Illustrated by Maurice Sendak, Where the Wild Things Are, published in 1963.

There are many kinds of imaginary adventure in children’s literature, such as journeys,
dreams, and outright imagination. The purpose of these adventures is to facilitate the children’s
processing of problems in their lives. The main characters generally grow and become mature
after the journey. Thus, the adventure represents a self-development process in which children
learn to depend on themselves rather than looking to adults for help. These journeys also
represent an essential part in a child's development, which is why so much of children’s literature
is based on imaginary adventures on which the children in these stories find themselves.
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The imaginary journey often happens at night such as in Peter Pan and In the Night
Kitchen. Krystal M. Lewis, a clinical psychologist at the National Institute of Mental Health in
Bethesda, Maryland, says that "Uncertainty is a breeding ground for anxiety, and darkness is full
of uncertainty" (Wollan). Fear of the dark and problems with sleeping are among the most
common anxieties that children experience. The best way for children to not fear the darkness
is to expose them to the darkness for a long enough period of time. They may begin to enjoy
going to sleep and regard sleep as a wonderful thing, which can help children to have a good
night’s rest.
Additionally, imaginary journeys typically occur at night, in children’s literature, because
reading books for children at bedtime has an important value for both children and parents. They
participate in the reading of these books together, and communicate to each other about their
ideas. Books are also considered a form of art. As one of the most common forms of art
education, the bedtime story has a particular role; it serves both a social and educational
function. Through books, children acquire knowledge which aids their cognitive development.
When parents are reading books to their children, it enhances the intimate and meaningful
relationship between them, and helps children’s social and emotional development. It may also
comfort children’s emotional distress at night and express positive emotions and feelings.

Development of the Visual Thesis
In the beginning, I decided to make a children’s picture book. I came up with many little
stories. I don’t want just a simple story for children; I want a story that is attractive to children
and helps children in their lives. I conducted some research on problems that children may
generally be called on to confront. What I discovered is that many children do not want to go to
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sleep, thus, it is difficult for parents to put them to sleep. I began to think that, perhaps, the story
could be about a girl who is trying to resist falling asleep, therefore, she starts to ask questions
about what is happening at night (see Figure 10). At the story’s conclusion, the young girl starts
to feel sleepy.

Figure 10. Muge Li, What really happens at night, 2022
.

How to answer the questions that children have is a major dilemma taken on by this
children’s story. I tried to locate theories that could help me to build a foundation for the story.
During the course of conducting some child-development research, I learned that imagination
has a huge influence on children’s cognition. Imagination can help children think abstractly in
order to solve their problems. Imagination can also help children to understand other people and
the world. Therefore, cultivating young children’s imagination is important for parents and
teachers, and one way of help cultivating children’s imagination is through art. Thus, I decided to
talk about a story about children’s imagination and answering the typical questions of a child in
an imaginative way. The story starts with a kid uses her own imagination to answer the questions
she brings up by herself.
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Then, I surveyed some famous children’s literature, finding that many of the characters
were animals who act like humans (see Figure 11). Animals have their own unique
characteristics which can help children easily understand their behaviors. Although people are
familiar with many kinds of animals, they don’t actually know what their lives are like.
Exploring what life is like for these animals provides a large imaginative space for children to
think. Sometimes unnormal behaviors of animals gives children imaginative thinking and, they
may likely find it fun to read about their exaggerated features. Most children’s literature, which
are about imaginative journey, often happens at night or in a dream state. That is why I also set
this story before bedtime which could be considered as a journey at night or an adventure in the
dream.

Figure 11. Muge Li, What really happens at night, 2022

I also did some research about what types of questions young children generally ask.
They often ask questions about the nature of people around them and their daily lives. They also
may wonder about the little things that change in their lives. For example, when they have
difficulty locating their belongings, they typically ask their parents about the whereabouts of
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their belongings (see Figure 12). Thus, I came up with the kinds of questions the character of my
book will ask based on these two categories of questions.

Figure 12. Muge Li, What really happens at night, 2022

The purpose of this book helps children release their imagination and gives them a
chance to think about their surrounding world. It also comfort children and to encourage them to
think of the night as being as interesting as the daytime. Children will feel less anxious if they
can fall asleep. Since they are good at using their imaginations to identify their emotions and
deal with problems, they can use their imaginations to author a wonderful night for themselves,
and there are so many animal friends who can keep them company.

Conclusion
By exploring the processes of child development, many researchers realized that children
use imagination to cognitively adapt to the surrounding world. Even though there are many
different theories about child development, they all agree that imagination plays an important
role in a child’s cognitive development. Through the putting to work of their imaginations,
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children can become mature and start to understand other people and the world. Therefore,
people try to find many ways to educate children in order to help their cognitive development. In
the meantime, art is considered a way to release children’s imagination. It is an essential part of
culture, but it is different from daily life. Art starts to be proposed in education and become more
and more important for both children and adults. It provides children with new perspectives to
observe and experience the world. Art arouses children’s imaginations and helps children to
participate in the imaginary world. That is the reason why children’s literature is replete with
exaggerated characters and imaginative places. It can help children to use their own imagination
to understand the stories. Therefore, the role of imagination and art is so important in child
development.
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